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Mask Up; Harm Down!
As Seacoast Community residents, we are fortunate enough to live in an area which is
rich in history and natural beauty. Whether it is attending University of New Hampshire, in
Durham, or enjoying recreational activities at Hampton Beach, the Seacoast is a beautiful area
and should be preserved and respected. With sustainability at the forefront of our minds, our use
of single-use products should be reduced, or equally include proper disposal to avoid the build up
of litter and pollution. The Covid-19 pandemic has exponentially grown the issues of litter in the
Seacoast area because of the disposable mask. Already we deal with tremendous amounts of
ocean pollution in the forms of plastic, trash, chemicals, and many other non-biodegradable
pollution. Since COVID-19, we have noticed an increase in the amount of disposable masks in
and around our waterways and on the streets, otherwise disposed of as trash. This affects the
entire ecosystem of the Seacoast; harming animals, littering the water, and ruining natural lands.
The Conversation, an academic journal, says, “some animals also cannot tell the difference
between plastic items and their prey, subsequently choking on pieces of litter...Smaller animals
may also become entangled in the elastic within the masks.” (The Conversation). On top of the
direct harm to the surrounding life, the mask materials will never break down entirely, forever
leaving an impact on the environment. These masks, while absolutely necessary as a public
health responsibility, are not designed to be environmentally friendly. Cotton fabric masks often
last longer, but quickly can get dirty and users are tempted to throw them away. However, each
of these masks are often being disposed of incorrectly. The most common place we have found
this new type of litter has been along waterways and across our campus.
The solution to this problem is to utilize a fabric that is sourced more sustainably than the
micro-plastics used in the current surgical masks. We have researched into some
environmentally-friendly fabrics such as bamboo, hemp, cotton and silk fiber fabrics. Our most
promising fabric however, is silk. Silk, a naturally biodegradable material, also holds
hypoallergenic, antimicrobial, and antifungal properties because of the high presence of copper
within the strands. Silk also biodegrades in four years, making it relatively safe for the
environment if improperly disposed of. After researching these beneficial fabrics, we will be in
contact with a company that mass-produces and distributes these types of fabrics. We then will
delve into the design of the surgical masks and what specifics makes these masks hold up to
health standards. After doing so we will test the effectiveness of the sustainable fabrics in the
health field.
It is assumed that the disposable idea of a medical mask is to never cross-contamination
between patients. The “disposable” mindset largely comes from a major cultural shift that didn’t
necessarily focus on potential harm and impact towards the environment, but rather on access,
ease and convenience for everyday humans. Disposable masks, along with single-use plastic
utensils, and cheaply manufactured items became popular in the 1960’s. Specifically when it
comes to masks, the KN95 medical masks that you see today in hospitals and doctors offices
were invented during this time period. The KN95 medical mask featured a better filtration
system made from synthetic fibers. However, it could only be worn once to uphold sterilization
protocol. The FDA currently regulates the making of medical masks and for one to be considered
so they must meet certain fluid barrier protection standards and Class I/Class II flammability
tests. On the FDA website it states that, “For a surgical mask to be added to the Surgical Mask
EUA Appendix A, test reports must be submitted to the FDA demonstrating that the surgical
mask meets the performance criteria for liquid barrier protection” (Food and Drug
Administration).
Our biggest findings were found through our community interview with Kostal Kooks
Founder, Pat Cotter. Pat, a UNH Junior from Hampton, has run an apparel business with a few
peers and has found great success in the community the past year. As a local resident and
businessman, who specializes in the Seacoast area, we felt that it was important to get his take on
our biodegradable mask idea as well as general sustainability in relation to clothing. One thing
we learned from him was how small, local businesses with potential to grow addressed
sustainability efforts. We imagine that Kostal Kooks, as a small community based business, have
very little revenue to put towards sustainability efforts, but small businesses have just as much
responsibility to be sustainable as do large corporations. Pat acknowledged that he and his
company strive towards a more sustainable future, but he knows with his current resources he
can’t do too much. It is very promising that if focus shifts to resourcing  biodegradable materials,
it could work. “The product would be very beneficial to society if created,” Pat claimed. Litter,
especially around the shores, would be less harmful to animals and the environment. People
would be drawn to the idea of wearing a biodegradable mask, as this is an easy, straight-forward
way to actively help the environment. We have seen trends of the metal straw and reusable bags
become more and more popular in society, and we believe that the emergence of a biodegradable
mask could be the next big thing.
We understand there are several challenges we must overcome into making this into a
reality. The immediate issue is funding, which leads into production. Learning from Pat Cotter, a
company does need to have the resources, including time, effort, and money in order to create
this mask into their product line. All we need is one company to make the initial line of masks
using their resources, and then we will use those profits to fund the further creation of the
product. We will sell these masks in high traffic areas in the community, especially UNH
Durham campus, Hampton Beach, and other points of interest. We understand that the early
stages of production will rely on goodwill from established corporations which can be a
challenge, but we believe that any entity with these resources would love to be associated with a
product that will help society, from both a PR standpoint and the revenue stream. Our other
concern was exposure and marketability of our product. We understand that it might take the
community time to adapt to change and buy our mask, however with the proper education and
accessibility of these masks, we believe that the community will welcome these masks into their
daily lives and be inspired to make positive sustainable changes to their community.
Overall, the Seacoast community needs to be protected for the sake of the ecosystem and
environment, especially on the shores. It is indisputable that sustainability is currently not of
utmost concern, which is evident in the increase of litter along the shore and over campus. Our
masks will be a potential easy switch for consumers throughout the Covid-19 pandemic to make
a difference in society today, which will lead to long lasting impact for future generations. Using
these biodegradable materials could open a door for other clothing companies to harness the
opportunities that come with environmentally friendly created fabrics.
